
LA-UR-22-25929
Approved for public release; distribution is unlimited.

Title: A Partnership between countries that endures today

Author(s): Piccolo, Angiola Teresina

Intended for: Web

Issued: 2022-06-24



Los Alamos National Laboratory, an affirmative action/equal opportunity employer, is operated by Triad National Security, LLC for the National Nuclear Security
Administration of U.S. Department of Energy under contract 89233218CNA000001.  By approving this article, the publisher recognizes that the U.S. Government
retains nonexclusive, royalty-free license to publish or reproduce the published form of this contribution, or to allow others to do so, for U.S. Government
purposes.  Los Alamos National Laboratory requests that the publisher identify this article as work performed under the auspices of the U.S. Department of
Energy.  Los Alamos National Laboratory strongly supports academic freedom and a researcher's right to publish; as an institution, however, the Laboratory does
not endorse the viewpoint of a publication or guarantee its technical correctness.



A partnership between countries that endures today
The British Mission was a part of the Lab from 1943-1945
By Angie Piccolo, archivist, National Security Research Center

After 27 months of grueling hours and scientific secrecy amidst the pressure of a mounting
death toll and Nazi Germany's own weapons development, it had come to an end. It was time to
celebrate.

On September 22, 1945, scientists, engineers and their families gathered at Fuller Lodge
downtown to celebrate the success of the Los Alamos atomic bomb and the end of World War
II.

The party was hosted by members of the British Mission and their wives and included food,
dancing and a satirical play based on the lighter moments of wartime life in Los Alamos.
However, this party was more than just entertainment and a night of festivities, it also
represented a partnership between countries that endures today.

Caption: An invitation to the British Mission Party hosted by members of the British Mission and
their families is part of the collections of the Lab’s National Security Research Center. The night
included dancing, a satirical play and plenty of alcohol to celebrate the end of WWII and the
successful partnership between the United States and the United Kingdom.
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Bo4eeoT29NGadDtRf3eegDlzOaaAHsxr
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Caption: To entertain the party guests, British scientist James Tuck wrote a play about what life
was like in Los Alamos. This scene pokes fun at the government-imposed mail censorship on
scientists and their families while living in the secret government city.
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Bo4eeoT29NGadDtRf3eegDlzOaaAHsxr

What was the British Mission?
The British Mission was a group of scientists made up of some of Europe’s best experimental
and theoretical physicists, as well as experts in electronics and explosives. They worked
alongside American scientists on the Manhattan Project, the secret government project during
WWII, to create an atomic bomb in a perceived race against Nazi Germany. This group of
scientists included Nobel laureates James Chadwick and Neils Bohr; future Nobel laureate
Joseph Rotblat; and Klaus Fuchs, later confirmed as a spy who provided Russia with secret
nuclear information.

Were they all from Great Britain?
The British Mission consisted of 15 British nationals, including William Penney, Ernest Titterton
and James Tuck. NSRC Historian Alan Carr explains in his article “Remembering the British
Mission” that some members of the British Mission fled to Britain to escape Jewish persecution
and the Nazi regime.These refugees included Neils Bohr and his son Aage from Denmark;
Doris Davison from Russia; Otto Frisch from Austria; Klaus Fuchs and Rudolf Peierls from
Germany; and Joseph Rotblat from Poland.

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Bo4eeoT29NGadDtRf3eegDlzOaaAHsxr
https://int.lanl.gov/news/news_stories/2021/june/0617-fathers-day-tribute.shtml


William Penney, Otto Frisch, Rudolph Peierls and John Cockcroft were four members of the
British Mission that worked alongside American scientists and engineers on the Manhattan
Project during World War II.
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Bo4eeoT29NGadDtRf3eegDlzOaaAHsxr

Historic U.S.-U.K. Partnership
The science of atomic weapons began with the discovery of nuclear fission in Europe in 1939.
British research related to the development of a nuclear bomb accerlated in 1940 after scientists
Rudolf Peierls and Otto Frisch wrote a memorandum indicating the need for only a small
amount of uranium to produce a weapon, according to Dennis C. Fakley in “The British Mission.”

Fakley’s article also explains that the memorandum was sent to Britain’s newly established
MAUD Commiittee, which developed its own report confirming the feasibility of an atomic bomb
by the end of 1943. These reports were shared with the United States, which at first was not as
committed to nuclear research as the United Kingdom.

This all changed with Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 and the United States’ entrance
into WWII. The U.S. began its own separate research and was less willing to share information
with the U.K. because of concerns over what the British would do commercially after the war,
according to the NSRC’s documentary “Trinity and the British Mission.”

The documentary explains how the U.S. quickly surpassed the U.K. in research given its vast
amount of resources and the geographic advantage of being far from the battlefields. U.K.
Prime Minister Winston Churchill signed the Quebec Agreement in 1943, which cemented
Britain’s collaborative, albeit secondary, role in the research and development of atomic
weapons with the United States. Members of the British Mission began arriving in the United
States soon after.

What did the British Mission contribute to the Manhattan Project?

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Bo4eeoT29NGadDtRf3eegDlzOaaAHsxr
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The British Mission made up a very small portion of the scientific community (only 19
individuals) at Los Alamos, but “their small numbers bely their importance to the mission of the
wartime lab,” said NSRC Historian Nic Lewis.

According to Lewis, members of the British Mission “brought their expertise in several key
areas, including explosives and hydrodynamics. James Tuck, for example, helped to develop
the shaped explosive lenses for the implosion weapon and Rudolf Peierls used his experience
with airborne blast waves to contribute to numerical solutions to hydrodynamic problems.”

Meanwhile, William Penney, the post-WWII leader of the British nuclear-weapons program,
“calculated the height at which the atomic bombs should be dropped over Japan, and worked
with (Los Alamos scientist) Luis Alvarez to predict the damage effects of the blast waves.”

Author Ferenc Szasz writes in his book British Scientists and the Manhattan Project that other
members of the British Mission took on important positions at Los Alamos by leading various
groups. This included Otto Frisch leading the Critical Assemblies group, Egon Bretscher leading
the Super Experiments Group and George Placzeck taking charge of  the Composite Weapons
Group. Although James Chadwick remained in Washington, D.C., during the war, he contributed
to the success of the Manhattan Project through his diplomatic efforts developing a strong bond
with U.S. Army General Leslie Groves, head of the Manhattan Project, and maintaining good
relations between the two nations.

After WWII officially ended on September 2, 1945, the Atomic Energy Commission, the
civilian-controlled federal agency and precursor to the Department of Energy, took over
operations at Los Alamos.

Classified information regarding nuclear weapons research and development was no longer
shared with foreign countries, including Britain. As such, British Mission scientists were no
longer even allowed access to their own reports. In Los Alamos, Everett Titterton was the last of
the British Mission members to leave the Lab on April 12, 1947 and it wasn’t until the signing of
the Mutual Defense Agreement in 1958, that the United States and the United Kingdom began
sharing information again, according to Carr’s “Remembering the British Mission.”

Where can I learn more?
The Lab’s National Security Research Center (NSRC) houses records and images documenting
the scientists and engineers and their work on the Manhattan Project. The British Mission
Reports Collection for example, includes documents, memos and research created by members
of the British Mission. The collection highlights their findings on experiments, investigations and
developments in nuclear science during the Manhattan Project.

NSRC Lead Archivist, Danny Alcazar, said this collection is significant because it not only
covers British research during WWII, but also before the U.S. entry into the war. This
unclassified collection demonstrates how their discoveries contributed to the Manhattan Project
and the creation of the atomic bomb.



Special thanks to NSRC Archivist Sara Boteler for research assistance for this article.

Have questions? Need research assistance? Contact the National Security Research Center at
nsrc@lanl.gov, or visit int-nsrc.lanl.gov.



Caption: The Manhattan District requested that leading scientists and engineers from the
Manhattan Project fill out questionnaires prior to joining the Manhattan project. These forms,
similar to this questionnaire from William Penney, included a question regarding a “detailed
description of work performed” at Los Alamos. The records provide important details about the
contributions made by members of the British Mission during WWII.
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